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Abstract

Charuk Revan and Magus Faustoos are two Iranian artists who have pioneered the Iranian Black metal
scene, using their music to promote Zoroastrianism and pre-Zoroastrian esotericism. Unfortunately, their
passion for music led them to flee Iran, where they faced severe persecution for their art. Magus, a mu-
sician with a PhD in Theology, was imprisoned and tortured for his work, while Charuk, a female Black
metal artist raised in an Azeri family, was forced to leave Iran when her music and psychology school
was shut down by the government. Today, they reside in Germany as political refugees. While Western
Black metal often incorporates ancient legends and esoteric traditions, musicians in religiously authori-
tarian countries face severe penalties for doing so. In Iran, Black metal is considered a sinful form of art.
Magus and Charuk have a particular fascination with occult practices within Zoroastrianism and pre-Zo-
roastrianism wisdom. They aim to revive ancient Persian tales and mysticism by making use of a diverse
range of traditional folk instruments and teachings that date back to the pre-Islamic era. They view their
performances as an expression of the occult, an act of mystic transcendence shared with their audience.
Other Iranian Black metal musicians often incorporate pre-Islamic Neopagan themes and practices, but
scholars have yet to explore this connection. Through narrative interviews, I am investigating how Ira-
nian Black metal musicians reinterpret, redefine, and revive Zoroastrian and pre-Zoroastrian esotericism
while resisting the Iranian government.
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Introduction
eavy metal music has both battled religion and danced with it.
Alternative religions, and religious practices, have traditionally

inspired bands at odds with organised religion.! Often, this association
is promoted by conservatives, but it is no secret that some musicians
have explicitly endorsed occult practices as well as Satanic and other
anti-Abrahamic beliefs and practices through their music.?

The British band Black Sabbath pioneered heavy metal during the
1970s.> Many subgenres followed, including Black metal. Based on
contrasts between harshness and harmony to create dark atmospheres,
Black metal is an extreme form of music. Bands belonging to the genre
often wear black-and-white makeup known as corpse paint along with
bullet belts, anti-religious symbols, studs, and weapons typical of me-
dieval times.* As part of their aggressive image, they promote pagan
practices while rejecting Christianity.

Over the past few decades, scholars have paid considerable atten-
tion to the relationship between alternative religions and Scandinavian
Black metal. Nevertheless, it is imperative to keep in mind that metal
music, including Black metal, is a global phenomenon, popular even
in contexts where playing it can lead to capital punishment. This is the
case in Iran. Iranian Black metal artists engage in pre-Islamic tradi-
tions in the same way their Western counterparts promote pre-Chri-
stian practices. Consequently, the Iranian authorities consider their
music blasphemous. In response, musicians use it as a form of resi-
stance.

In Iran, this genre of music is illegal for a multitude of reasons: 1)
the regime prohibits the production of metal music as a whole, 2) the
promotion of non-Islamic beliefs is criminalised, and 3) the regime is
worried about Iranians who are disenchanted with Islam and are turn-
ing to other religions, including Zoroastrianism.> While the constitu-
tion recognises Zoroastrians as a religious minority, there have been
many reports of oppression against them since the establishment of the
Islamic Republic.® Within this context, Black metal music becomes a
powerful and dangerous tool against the Islamic Republic.

Among the most vocal Black metal artists from Iran are Magus
and Charuk. Drawing inspiration from Zoroastrian and pre-Zoroa-
strian wisdom, including Mithraism, they view their performances as
a representation of the occult and a manifestation of mystical transcen-
dence, a transformative experience they endeavour to share with their
audience by means of their music.

Through narrative interviews, this article examines how Iranian
Black metal musicians use Zoroastrian and pre-Zoroastrian esoterici-
sm to resist the Iranian government.

Method
As a method of collecting data, narratives told during interviews have
a long history and are very common in the social sciences.” Currently,
narrative studies are not confined to one scholarly discipline. In nu-
merous fields of study, including history, anthropology, folklore, psy-
chology, sociolinguistics, and communication studies, narration has
embraced narrative as a research tool.® The definition of narrative is
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part of a long tradition and has evolved and morphed according to the
discipline. As noted by Riessman and Quinney,’ a narrative, accord-
ing to sociolinguists, is a unit of discourse that answers one specific
question and is arranged temporally. To social scientists, a personal
narrative typically includes extended accounts of lives developed over
multiple interviews.

Narrative analysis can be challenging and intriguing at the same
time. In structured and semi-structured interviews, the researcher asks
questions and receives answers with a specific research topic in mind.
It is important to recognise that in the narrative approach, objectives
may change or evolve throughout data collection, depending on what
the narrator reveals.'® I met my interlocutors during my work on a dif-
ferent project. While collecting the data, the subject of mysticism and
esotericism within Zoroastrianism as well as pre-Zoroastrianism came
up several times. Since this theme has proven persistent and influential
in their experiences and represents a new layer of Iranian music as a
form of resistance, I decided to explore it further.

The interviews were conducted between 2021 and 2023 in Eng-
lish. Since Charuk and Magus are political refugees and have experi-
enced trauma, establishing a trusting relationship was essential. Be-
cause narrative analysis requires the researcher to be a good listener,
I ensured that the participants did not unintentionally divulge more
information than they were comfortable with. I achieved this by main-
taining a transparent line of communication. I often reminded them to
indicate material as “off the record” whenever they believed something
was not intended for public disclosure. I conducted the interviews re-
motely. The process was protected by secure encrypted tunnels from
both ends. I then transcribed and coded the data, journaled my reflec-
tions and feelings regarding the analysis, and solicited participants’
feedback on my interpretations.!

The Lure of Neopaganism in Heavy Metal
Music is innately and universally capable of inspiring and manipulat-
ing listeners. Its ability to provoke and influence has been the topic of
research for quite some time. Whether it is Christian worship songs or
obscure Black metal, religious and popular forms of music have always
been closely related, as expressed through dialogue or conflict. Ac-
cording to Partridge,'> some of the lures of popular music are directly
related to the sacred, arising from its function in society, formation of
groups, and class identity. Thus, music is of interest to a wide range of
scholars for a multitude of reasons, and in a wide range of fields, from
comparative studies to sociology, not to mention religious studies.

For Eurich,” music opens a world beyond the mundane, in which
a person’s identification is accepted as a new experience of the possi-
bility of arranging it subjectively; thus “from the view of a sociology
of religion, pop music has become a competitor with religion.” Eurich
asserts that this experience is not only philosophical but also physio-
logical, given that music affects our bodies. Our central nervous sys-
tem is stimulated by amplifying instruments, resulting in feelings of
ecstasy like those associated with mysticism. In this sense, extreme
metal music is probably the most amplified, heavy, and aggressive

Religiographies 94

9
Riessman and Quinney, “Narrative in Social Work,”
391-412, https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325005058643.

10
Wendy Hollway and Tony Jefferson, Doing Quali-
tative Research Differently: Free Association, Nar-
rative and the Interview Method (London: SAGE,
2000).

11
William E. Smythe and Maureen J. Murray,
“Owning the Story: Ethical Considerations in
Narrative Research,” Ethics & Behavior 10, no. 4
(October 2000): 311-36, https://doi.org/10.1207/
S15327019EB1004 1.

12
Christopher H. Partridge, The Lyre of Orpheus:
Popular Music, the Sacred, and the Profane (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2014), https://doi.
org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199751396.001.0001.

13
Johannes Eurich, “Sociological Aspects and Ritual
Similarities in the Relationship between Pop Music
and Religion,” International Review of the Aesthet-
ics and Sociology of Music 34, no. 1 (2003): 57-70.

EckerstrOm


https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325005058643

popular music, distinguished by aggressive and distorted guitar riffs,
fast drumming, and screaming vocals. It has become extremely popu-
lar worldwide, despite its fascination with subjects that most consider
dark, such as alienation, or polarising' themes like esotericism, pagan-
ism, and Satanism."

Furthermore, metalheads’ refusal to embrace hegemonic ideolo-
gies and their possession of an ethos of freedom of expression makes
religion one of the core topics of this music, with Moberg and Partridge
having produced some of the most insightful research in this area. Par-
tridge theorises that despite secularisation in the West, spiritual and
paranormal interests are still popular. While some may think it trivial
to look at popular music when examining the fascination with this
topic, it is becoming increasingly clear that popular music can indeed
contribute to socially significant constructions of the sacred and the
profane.'® This point is particularly relevant to this article, since re-
searchers who use heavy metal as a case study are frequently branded
“fans” who romanticise their fandom; this is despite examples of ex-
cellent research.

Alternative religions are gaining popularity in non-Western coun-
tries, as well as in nations with religious authoritarian governments
such as Iran. These religions challenge traditional practices and in-
clude new religious movements, esoteric traditions, and non-tradition-
al spiritualities.”” Moberg'® researched how metal groups in the Nor-
dic countries actively engage with dark alternative spiritual themes
and ideas and, as a result, spread values associated with those themes
and ideas within metal culture as a whole. To him, dark spiritualit-
ies are focused on individuals and their self-sacralisation and devel-
opment. Furthermore, alternative spiritualities tend to place a high
value on continuity with ancient traditions, such as Celtic Druidism
or the pre-Christian Norse religion, accompanied by a strong senti-
ment against organised religion. It is here that the most extreme metal
groups can be found, where the prevalent attitude is individualism and
an appreciation for ancient traditions.

Manea,"” similarly to Moberg, examines how Nordic and Scandi-
navian bands reinvent heritage through Neopaganism. Here, I concen-
trate especially on the Black metal community’s interest in Neopagan-
ism, which, as Manea explains, is not confined to religious movements
alone, but rather aims to reconstruct and reinterpret pre-Christian her-
itage. Using religion and mythology as symbolic currency to accumu-
late cultural capital, Black metal offers an alternative to modernity and
conservative mainstream culture.

The artistic vision of Scandinavian Black metal bands reflects a
fascination with pre-Christian spirituality. This phenomenon first
emerged in Europe in the second half of the 1980s, especially in Nor-
way and Sweden with bands like Bathory and Celtic Frost.?’ The sec-
ond wave of Scandinavian Black metal (bands such as Mayhem, Bur-
zum, Emperor, and Marduk) further embraced neopagan values and
blamed Christian conversion for ending the Pagan golden era. Accord-
ing to their perspective, Christianity caused a rift between Europeans
and their cultural and spiritual origins.?! Van Vikernes, who is consid-
ered one of the most prominent artists of the Black metal movement,
has been convicted of multiple crimes. In 1994, he was sentenced to

Religiographies 95

14
It is also worth noting that while most might con-
sider Occultism and even Satanism as obscure
themes, they tend ultimately to bring light to hid-
den knowledge.

15
Moberg, “Popular Culture and the ‘Darker Side’ of
Alternative Spirituality,” 130-48, 110.

16
Partridge, The Lyre of Orpheus, 7.

17
W. Michael Ashcraft, A Historical Introduction
to the Study of New Religious Movements, Rout-
ledge new religions (New York: Routledge, 2018),
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315163321.

18
Moberg, “Popular Culture and the ‘Darker Side’ of
Alternative Spirituality,” 130-48.

19
Elham Manea, “In the Name of Culture and Re-
ligion: The Political Function of Blasphemy in
Islamic States,” Islam and Christian—Muslim Rela-
tions 27, no. 1 (2016): 117-27, https://doi.org/10.1
080/09596410.2015.1114241.

20
Jonathan Cordero, “Unveiling Satan’s Wrath:
Aesthetics and Ideology in Anti-Christian Heavy
Metal,” The Journal of Religion and Popular
Culture 21, no. 1 (March 2009): 1-15, https://doi.
org/10.3138/jrpe.21.1.005.

21
Miroslav Vrzal, “Pagan Terror: The Role of Pagan
Ideology in Church Burnings and the 1990s Nor-
wegian Black Metal Subculture,” Pomegranate:
The International Journal of Pagan Studies 19,
no. 2 (June 9, 2017): 173-204, 174, https://doi.
org/10.1558/pome.33472.

EckerstrOm


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315163321
https://doi.org/10.1080/09596410.2015.1114241
https://doi.org/10.1080/09596410.2015.1114241
https://doi.org/10.3138/jrpc.21.1.005
https://doi.org/10.3138/jrpc.21.1.005
https://doi.org/10.1558/pome.33472
https://doi.org/10.1558/pome.33472

twenty-one years in prison for the murder of Qystein Aarseth, a rival
Black metal musician, and a series of church burnings.”> While these
crimes were committed by one person, they have inevitably created a
negative image of the genre. Ultimately, the Norwegian Black metal
bands of the 1990s were composed of teenagers who lived in a safe
country without many obstacles to overcome. As Khan-Harris ex-
plains: “It seems likely that scene members were engaged in a process
of one-upmanship, in which each attempted to be more transgressive
than the other, therefore.”>* The 1990s Black metal pagan “warriors”
hold a significant place in the history of Scandinavia’s forgotten pagan
heritage. Though many view them as a symbol of rebellion and a nod
to a bygone era, I argue that their legacy has been romanticised to a
great extent by their fans. Nevertheless, Black metal was an expression
of resistance against conservatives; this process began in the 1980s
when the pioneers sang about themes that inspired the actions perpe-
trated by the second wave of musicians.*

Neopaganism still thrives in Western extreme heavy metal, tak-
ing on new forms of resistance against mainstream culture. Some of
these more recent expressions, particularly representations of Norse
mythology and heritage, have found a wider audience due to more pop-
ular cultural productions.”® Extreme heavy metal engaging in Neop-
agan ideology is not isolated to the West. Despite little interest from
scholars, it is a fascinating topic to explore. In the pages that follow, I
will argue that an examination of this phenomenon within the Islam-
ic Republic reveals intriguing patterns of Neopaganism transgressive
revival.

Transgression Within the Iranian Black metal Scene: Blasphe-

mous Neopaganism
Iranian music suffered greatly in the wake of the 1979 Islamic Revolu-
tion. Music performances, radio, and television broadcasts of foreign
and Iranian music were prohibited. The official position of the regime
was that non-religious music was a drug and a vice that changed peo-
ple. Music, however, continued to thrive in the family circle despite all
efforts to eradicate it.>° All Western-style instruments (guitar, piano,
percussion, etc.) were banned.”” Music had to circulate in a secretive
way: cassettes, video cassettes, and CDs were illegally smuggled in
and purchased from illicit underground vendors, and concerts were
performed privately.?®

In 1979, most Iranians began to live a double life, where the public
and private spheres were completely different. In this atmosphere of
secrecy, heavy metal bands formed underground in the early 1980s,
playing mostly cover songs. The 1990s saw the rise of a scene where
many bands played their music. Metal bands primarily played ex-
treme metal genres such as thrash, death, and Black metal. In par-
ticular, Black metal musicians began to incorporate Persian musical
scales, ethnic instruments, and Persian history into their lyrics.?’ As
with Black metal musicians in Scandinavia, who felt that Christianity
had cancelled their pagan traditions, Iranian Black metal musicians
perceived the Islamic Revolution as the negation of their roots. This
was not only a perception; in the early days of the Islamic Republic,
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everything that called to mind, attested to, or celebrated the pre-Islam-
ic era was banned. For instance, Iranian publications on folklore were
discontinued.*

Rather than glorifying pre-Islamic Iran as the last Shah did, the
Islamic Republic emphasises the Islamic civilisation and Iranians’ role
in Islamic history. Ferdowsi’s epic poem, the Shahnameh, or the Book
of Kings, was rejected by the regime despite its being widely consid-
ered as a masterpiece of Persian language and literature. In addition
to being the Shah’s favourite epic poem, it represents what the regime
wanted to erase. Parts of Chand Dastan-e Bargozideh az Shahnameh,
a selection of stories from the Shahnameh, were censored; for instance,
certain phrases referring to “joy,” “dance,” “wine,” and “woman’ such
as “and they all played music and were merry, ate and danced.”

The Shahnameh is of particular interest here, as it is also impor-
tant to adherents of Zoroastrianism, who traditionally consider it to be
historical.> In conversations with Iranian metal artists over the years,
they often mention Shahnameh’s historical attributes. The Shahnameh
covers three major Iranian dynasties: the Peshdadian, the Kayanian,
and the Sasanian. Much of Zoroastrian religious history took place
during the Peshdadian and Kayanian dynasties, with the biggest event
being the advent of Zarathustra. For Zoroastrians, labelling this period
as mere mythology negates the most important period of Zoroastrian
and pre-Zoroastrian history.*® It is, therefore, not surprising that the
Shahnameh has become a symbol of resistance for Iranian intellec-
tuals and artists, since it serves as a token of what the regime has
attempted to suppress.

As evidenced by the censorship/repression of the Shahnameh, the
regime’s repressive policies are causing alienation from Islam. As Par-
tridge notes,** there has been a noticeable trend towards spirituality,
away from organised religions. The shift in recent times has meant that
people are placing greater importance on personal experience rather
than relying on external authority. Consequently, there has been in-
creasing interest in esotericism and other mystical beliefs. This trend is
not limited to the West alone. For instance, in Iran, there is a growing
interest in minority religions as well as pagan beliefs. Zoroastrianism,
in particular, is gaining popularity. Based on the 2020 survey con-
ducted by GAMAAN, titled “Iranians’ Attitudes Toward Religion,”
32% of the population identifies as Shi’ite Muslim, while approximate-
ly 9% identify as atheists, 8% as Zoroastrians, 7% as spiritual, 6% as
agnostic, and 5% as Sunni Muslim.* Several people support the faith
because of its indigenous roots, its mystic lure, its Persian heritage,
and its hostility to Islam, which they consider a foreign invasion. Even
though Zoroastrians are a protected minority, this has raised concern
among authorities, who continue to discriminate against them. As an
example, Zoroastrian-style weddings, conducted with Persian prayers
around a fire, were so popular that they were banned in 2019.% I ex-
plained above how some artists refer to Zoroastrianism not solely for
religious reasons, but also as an anti-regime political stance. Intrigu-
ingly, the oldest religion has evolved into an anti-religious movement.
Besides the fascination with Zoroastrianism, there is an increased
interest in pre-Islamic Iranian identity mostly among Iranian youth,
scholars, and intellectuals.’’
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As we will discuss in more detail later, Iranian extreme metal bands,
especially Black metal musicians, derive inspiration from ancient
pre-Islamic practices, composing songs inspired by Iranian folklore.
Detached from rigid rules, musicians and fans seek what Partridge
defines as a “pagan active space” and an “affective space,”® mental
zones in which people can reflect and are encouraged to act in cer-
tain ways. Zoroastrianism is significant to many Iranian metalheads
in their quest for spaces of freedom. It represents a rejection of the
religious regulations imposed by the authorities and a pursuit of what
has been suppressed since 1979.

Due to this phenomenon, as well as the advocacy for pre-Islamic
heritage, Black metal is considered one of the most dangerous musical
styles in the country. Despite the risks, however, a scene developed
around musicians who from the start have been aware that they may
face persecution, and who have in fact faced severe consequences, in-
cluding being charged and prosecuted for blasphemy or apostasy. Ma-
gus and Charuk are just two of the many metal musicians who have
faced such persecution.

Material Transgression for Social Change
Now that I have identified the use of Neopaganism in both Western
and Iranian Black metal, it is important to define what I mean by trans-
gression. Any form of heavy metal, including the most extreme, is no
longer considered transgressive in most secular countries. Although
these forms may be construed as provocative, they do not violate any
laws.** In its most basic sense, transgression means exceeding or cross-
ing a boundary or limit. Generally, these limits are established by laws,
rules, and social norms that are formulated, maintained, and justified
by different political organisations or institutions. This results in rely-
ing on these institutions while opposing them.* Therefore, transgres-
sion depends on the context in which it occurs. Transgressions are not
universal; rather, they depend on the country and socio-legal system in
which they are committed.

According to Kahn-Harris, Western extreme metal is provoca-
tive, although metalheads refute the implications of their actions when
questioned about their ideologies. Kahn-Harris describes this behav-
iour as “reflexive anti-reflexivity,”* which refers to the reluctance of
Black metal enthusiasts to acknowledge the genre’s connection with,
for instance, political implications. My experience as a musical jour-
nalist has allowed me to observe this behaviour. Many Western Black
metal bands are provocative, yet when asked about their actions, they
“play innocent.” Despite ripping a bible apart onstage minutes before,
when interviewed, many bands claim to be purely about music and not
about politics or religion. On the other hand, Iranian musicians proudly
claim their transgressive acts as forms of institutional and social crit-
icism.

Additionally, distinguishing provocation from transgression is im-
portant here, in my opinion, since the provocative act of a Black metal
band in secular countries is protected by the principle of freedom of
expression. By contrast, in Iran, the same act is considered blasphe-
my and is punishable by law.* Paradoxically, religiously authoritarian
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countries fail to limit transgressive acts by imposing harsh penalties.
As Gandolfo® explains: “The transgression of limits is not something
society seeks to avoid by imposing and enforcing taboos; being dialec-
tically inextricable from taboo, transgression, or at least the threat ofit,
ensures that we remain engaged with what lies beyond the prohibition,
exceeding it but not destroying it.”

There is a long history of theoretical discussion regarding this par-
adoxical relationship between limits and transgression. The topic of
transgression is perhaps best known from the work of Georges Bat-
aille. In his view, exceeding limits arises from the desire to “complete”
life;* in its paradoxical manifestation, disobedience strengthens lim-
its, since it reinforces concerns about rules when they are violated.*
Echoing Bataille, Michel Foucault states that this strange relationship
is inextricably linked to the idea that, if a limit cannot be crossed, then
it does not exist, and the existence of transgression has no meaning.*

It is worth noting that I documented the results of my analysis dur-
ing the Woman, Life, Freedom protests in Iran. These protests show-
case the determination and longing of those living under oppressive
laws to push boundaries. In Iran, actions such as removing the veil and
creating music that is deemed blasphemous are considered forms of
“material transgression,” which are non-violent. As Joke Hermes and
Annette Hill state,”” material transgressions can even be understood
as supporting rather than threatening societal needs. As well as chal-
lenging power and norms, transgression can also revive moral frames
discursively and materially. While some might perceive breakdowns
as negative, they might lead to positive outcomes.

The analysis will reveal that Iranian Black metal musicians tran-
sgress in using pre-Islamic esotericism in search of social change; that
is, a country where freedom of expression and religion prevail. Fur-
thermore, using two criminalised tools, pre-Islamic esoteric practices
and heavy metal, they create a unique double transgressive tool, as I
visualise below (Fig. 1).

Double transgression of Iranian black metal bands

Heavy Metal Music

Pre-Islamic
esoteric practices

Black
Metal music

Pasqualina Eckerstrom 2023

Fig. 1. Double transgression of Iranian Black metal bands.
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Magus and Charuk: Persecuted Shamans
Magus’s father was a Zoroastrian from Iran, while his mother was Is-
raeli*® and Pagan. His parents died as a result of the Iran-Iraq conflict,
which lasted from 1980 to 1988, leaving him an orphan. Thus, he lived
with relatives, mostly Zoroastrians, yet he had the opportunity to ex-
perience different religious settings, as he narrates:

“My father was Zoroastrian, I lived in different tribes, and I
witnessed these tribes who live simply. I experienced different
cultures. I felt like a tourist. I was in religious and super mo-
dern families, who had music in their homes. I started to com-
pare these cultures, from the extreme to the modern. I took the
best from all of it.”

As a result, he immersed himself in studies of Mithraism, Zurvanism,
and local Buddhist traditions.* This combined with his love for music,
as Magus explains:

“In my projects, we concentrate on two levels: one is the an-
cient and the second against the current religion, society, and
politics. We critique the current religion and politics because
we see that it’s chaos, so we don’t want it for the next genera-
tion. Because of my family heritage, I had vinyl of the golden
era of Persian music and those are fascinating, complicated,
and beautiful harmonies and opera too. That combination ma-
kes my music now.”

He combined this Persian folk music with the harshness of heavy met-
al, which he discovered thanks to popular illegal sellers, who offered
what was considered Western music, including metal. “I combined the
harshness I got from these tapes and the classical Persian music, and
I started to cover it in funeral doom style.”*® Metal music came with
a price. Magus was arrested multiple times while playing his music:
“You accept it, you get arrested, a few lashes and it’s fine!,” he states.
For instance, he was arrested with his band Tears of Fire at the Ziggu-
rat at Chogha Zanbil when he and his group were invited to play at a
Zoroastrian celebration.

One of the most serious arrests was during the last installation of
his group Warrior of Peace, at the Reza Abbasi Museum. The exhi-
bition was sponsored by the Cultural Heritage and Touristic Organ-
ization, the Organization for Defending Victims of Violence, and the
United Nations of Iran.”' Despite this, the police stopped the exhibition
and arrested Magus. He was brutally abused by the guards for multiple
days. Once out he fled the country, reaching India as a political refu-
gee, and eventually Germany.

Charuk met Magus in India. She also had to escape from Iran.
Born into an Azeri family, she was raised by her parents as a pagan in
secret, to avoid the risk of persecution. She grew up in an environment
where music and dance were taken very seriously and used to perform
rituals, as she explains:
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“There is a double world in Iran, my family had to obey the so- 52

ciety on the surface, for example when you go out you have to fgsmlem to Buddhist Zen, Chinese Chdn, Persian
cover, you have to act conservative, and talk conservative. But

when I entered my home, there were completely other rules.

You just take off everything. My father was a traveller, and my

mother was working with the theatre. We had seasonal cere-

monies and rituals with dance and music. I was brought up as a

musician to perform in those kinds of ceremonies, to entertain

and to make people dance.”

This environment that nurtured art as an essential spiritual ritual im-
pacted Charuk immensely. She developed a purpose, which left her
free to set out on a path of discovery, as she describes below:

“I became aware/conscious and eventually I practised to be-
come the living existence of what was hidden, suppressed or
simply unconscious so to remember what has been dismem-
bered. These hidden particles of ultimate self are like pieces
of a puzzle, the complete image of who I am, and I’'m going
toward, or better to say inward, to fulfil and put the scattered
pieces together. This awakening process only can be achieved
by hard work of body-mind-energy, a multi-disciplinary ap-
proach to push the limits, which are the constructed fears that
black the vision. Every time I’'m on stage, it’s an initiation and
celebration of the complete self. 'm not delivering information
of sounds but the experience of being a complete self. This is
associated with Zen, Chan,Jan,* the pre-Zoroastrian practice
of becoming one and none. The instant realisation that time is
an illusion, not thinking but becoming timeless. In this state the
outer world is like a blurry mirror to collect information and the
actual vibrating world truly exists and manifests where I stand.
I'm the centre of this axis . . . In this manner every human be-
ing, every living being, is a world, but not everyone spins on
their centre where the most powerful and unbeatable generator
of energy resides. The collision of these focused masses togeth-
er can create what was once called magic. I'm the practitioner
of this discipline, and my performances are the rituals where |
revive this ancient technique, by being in a timeless and space-
less state of Jan. I become the ancient shaman and together with
Magus, another spinning world shaman, our music becomes
the tool to relocate everyone else in their centre and create a
mass of worlds spinning and therefore magic happens.”

Charuk was trained as a classical musician and has a deep understan-
ding of how art can impact one’s body and soul. She used all her mo-
ney to open a school of music and psychology:

“For eight years we worked there, and we built a choir and or-
chestra. It was a very revolutionary thing to do because in Iran
we only had two orchestras, one national and one philharmo-
nic. Because in Iran, every artistic activity should be under the
law of the government. This was an underground centre. So
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many musicians and artists from all over Iran came over there
and we created a network. We decided to not ask for a license
because in this school we did not want to obey the Islamic Law.
We had no veil and both women and male were together. This
in Iran is forbidden.”

Eventually, the school was reported by a Muslim neighbour, as Charuk
recalls:

“They lied and said it was a whorehouse. The police collected
the testimonies and took them to the court. They closed the
place after eight years of activity and they sealed it. I lost my
money, and for three years I was isolated in my home. I had
nothing. I lost everything that I built and I had an open case
now. While I was isolated at home, I wrote a poem book about
the feminine energy sensations. I can say it was erotic in some
ways. So, when I decided to send it to a publication I faced
some troubles for that also.”

Charuk understood she was in danger of being arrested any day. She
left Iran and travelled to Turkey, Armenia, and eventually India, where
she met Magus.

Performance as an Ancient Temple: Ecstasy-inducing Mantras
and Sounds
Charuk and Magus have several musical projects together, such as Dar-
kestrah, epic Black metal with folk influences; Nashmeh, folk Black
metal; Paganland/Sarmoung Ensemble, a native folk metal band based
on ancient wisdom; and Mogh, Black metal. Their music features ag-
gressive guitars they fuel with acoustic instruments. As Magus states:

“I heard from our audience that if they knew what we were
playing, they would have taken acid because we create such
an atmosphere that takes the soul of people. That’s our purpo-
se, we play acoustic instruments that have a special tuning not
amplified and we mix them with electronic ones. We recreate
a theatre. In ancient times there was no electricity and after
the Industrial Revolution, we have extra waves and fields in
our bodies and minds that destroyed our energy. Then we use
for example the natural skin drum which has a different sound
from the modern drum kit. When your body hears the natural
skin drum it just affects your heartbeat and makes it very ef-
fective rather than the e.g., a metal drum.”

Charuk describes their stage as a Mithraeum temple:

“Our stage is no different from the ancient Mithraeum tem-
ple dedicated to practising this mass transformation, where we
are not separated lonely individuals wandering, pursuing our
ego, but we unite worlds together with elements of nature, fire,
water, earth, and air, being part of the cosmic order ASHA,
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RTHA. Each play a powerful role to shape the destiny of the
whole.”

While this is true for all their projects, here I will concentrate espe-
cially on the Paganland/Sarmoung Ensemble (Fig. 2) because Charuk
and Magus mentioned it several times in our conversations. The group
describes it as “a shamanic Iranian band based in Berlin who believe
in bringing life to ancient sounds and rites by their narrative music
performed by Persian primitive and rustic oriental instruments and
movements.”>® Everything in their performance is combined to reach
an ancient state of ecstasy,** as Magus explains: “For example, we use
the singing bowl, as it’s known today, but in the original wisdom it
was used to extract liquid from the roots. The liquid was mixed with
milk and blood, water, and salt. This made such a unique elixir. From
a medical tool, it turned to an instrument.”

Fig. 2. Promotional photo of the Paganland/Sarmoung Ensemble.

Furthermore, they use mantras, based on the five Old Avestan Gathas,
also known as “hymns.” They are a collection of liturgical texts, typ-
ically ascribed to Zarathustra and composed by Iranians living in the
north of modern Afghanistan, probably in the first half of the second
millennium BCE. They are the core texts of Zoroastrianism.” As Ma-
gus explains: “It’s all lyrics, songs so it’s a text with sounds if we look
at it from a modern point of view. There is a musical note within the
musical text. The melody and the drum are already in the text. It’s so
interesting to me. Was he a musician? How was he able to write texts
that have music and intonation?”’

Through research and contact with experts, each song is based
on this written note in the language. Furthermore, using acoustic folk
instruments and focusing on mantras instead of contemporary lyrics
lets Magus and Charuk reach out to a listener’s soul and create a me-
ditative state. As Charuk explains:
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“This perspective is long rooted in ancient Iranian esotericism,
which also manifests itself in mystic writings/poems as well as
practical rituals such as the whirling dance where one creates
the whirlwind of energy by spinning on a centre of their axis,
bending the defined laws of existence and common belief sy-
stem and stepping beyond the limits.”

The whirling dance, as mentioned by Charuk, has its roots in the tra-
dition of mysticism. Some scholars believe that its origins are linked to
the cult of Mithra;* a similar ritual is known as Sufi whirling or Sama,
through which Sufis attain a state of spiritual ecstasy, seeking a union
with the divine.’” Furthermore, despite dancing being condemned by
the Regime, it is still an important ritual among Iranian Zoroastrians
that is used to educate young people about Zoroastrian ethics and rit-
uals.*®

One of the core ideas permeating through Magus and Charuk
is the importance of feminine energy. To Magus, this is imperative
and as such Charuk is fundamental to his art: “Whatever you talk
about, from Satanism, spiritualism, occultism, esotericism, you name
it, everything comes from female energy. We have many evidences.”
To Magus, while Islam undermines the role of women, ancient Per-
sian teachings instead celebrate strong women figures. For instance,
he often mentions Shatana as one of the inspirations for his music.
Shatana is one of the most important figures in the entire Nart saga.
These tales are an integral part of the mythology of many tribes, such
as the Abazin, the Abkhaz, the Circassian, the Ossetian, and the Ka-
rachay-Balkar. Thus, it is not surprising that both Magus and Charuk
consider this figure as the ultimate symbol of woman power. As Ma-
gus notes: “That’s the person who can bring the warrior child. She was
powerful! In our history we have queens who were ruling the empire.
We have a lot of strong women examples.” According to Charuk, Islam
fears women:

“Women are more connected in natural roots. They have power-
ful sensations, and intuitions. Women can create things that are
very powerful. Islam is totally against women and women in
power mostly. The Qur’an says you have to beat women when
they are not obeying you. You have to cover women and they
have to stay home. They shouldn’t work outside and so on. I
don’t say that in Iran women are staying at home. For sure they
are going outside and working and educating themselves and
all that, but still in a very restricted framework.”

Magus and Charuk celebrate Shatana, as a symbol of the power of
womanhood that is a constant presence in their music. The focus on
the strength of womanhood is especially intriguing in Iran, as discrim-
ination against women has persisted in various fields, including the
music industry. It is currently forbidden for female musicians in Iran to
perform solo. After the Iranian Revolution, many well-known Iranian
singers were forced to flee their country. Others had to resort to un-
orthodox means of earning a living, such as disguising their voices to
sound like children and performing for children’s programmes.” Fur-
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thermore, learning from the teaching of ancient tales, they currently
promote unity between men and women to reappropriate the harmony
that, to them, the Islamic Republic has destroyed. The description for
the album “Naart Kaachitaa,” (Fig. 3) recorded with their project Pa-
ganland/Sarmoung Ensemble and published in 2022, shows that the
musicians, while far away from their country, are in tune with what the
Iranian population has felt since 1979. This is how they describe the
album on their Bandcamp webpage:®°

“For many centuries the stories of Shahnameh and Nar in Iran-
shahr were part of our small or big ceremonies depicting he-
roes, raising our inner strength and keeping our minds awake.
Today the Iranian revolution against the most hideous beasts is
the new Shahnameh filled with myth of people who have been
raised from the stories raised like Phoenix from the ashes to
once again bring the fire of a thousand years. We dedicate this
musical piece to all the tears that shall become rivers, blood that
shall irrigate the land, and unity of men and women that shall
offer a newborn as a god who is nothing but a powerful awake-
ned human . . . Naart Kaachitaa is a collection of Musical Tales
inspired by the oldest Shahnameh, the Book of Kings called
‘Stories of Nar’ from the now Ossetian region in the Caucasus.
The Music is a Narration based on Allanian Text, Scythian Bre-
athing Techniques, and Sarmatian Healing Methods.”

Here they call for the rise of men and women against the Iranian au-
thorities. In the same year, 2022, the protest movement “Woman, Life,
Freedom” in Iran witnessed a remarkable show of solidarity from peo-
ple hailing from different religious backgrounds and gender identities,
all coming together to demand their basic rights and freedoms from
the authorities.®!

These musicians have one goal within their music: to share their
deep knowledge of the ancient heritage. As Magus states, he uses eso-
tericism within Zoroastrianism and pre-Zoroastrianism to find that
“the unique inner path with an inheritance of ancient maps/technic is
endarkening.”

Conclusion
This study is emic in nature, as I aimed to understand the cultural
beliefs, values, and practices from the perspective of the participants
themselves.”” Magus and Charuk understand pre-Islamic teachings,
such as Zoroastrianism and pre-Zoroastrianism, as leading to the use
of music as a sacred form of expression. These teachings highly value
free expression and recognise the inherent strengths of women. Ma-
gus’s “inner path” is both spiritual and cultural, emphasising the im-
portance of discovering spirituality on one’s own instead of simply fol-
lowing imposed teaching. This path stands in opposition to the societal
norms imposed by the Islamic Republic.

As a result of their Zoroastrian and pagan upbringing, Charuk
and Magus found power in legends, history, and beliefs that the Is-
lamic Republic had eradicated. They aim to gain and share insights
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from the pre-Islamic spiritual heritage through their music. As a re-
sult, they find themselves on an esoteric path to discover and share
“special knowledge”® found within these traditions. In doing so, they
have risked their lives and been forced to leave their home, never to
return. Nonetheless, their unwavering commitment to advocating for
the inheritance they hold dear has persisted.

Furthermore, Charuk and Magus represent what Russell* refers to
as one of the esoteric aspects of Zoroastrianism, the belief that spirit-
ually advanced believers employing mystical techniques might acquire
special knowledge and revelations already described in the Gathas,
where mantra recitations are used to induce these revelations.

What is interesting is that, as Asprem and Strube® observe, “de-
viant” and “anti-establishment” forms of knowledge are frequently
connected by esoteric scholars. In the case of Iran, esoteric practices
considered pagan are defined in law as deviant. As a result, young
people are even more inclined to engage in Paganism. For example,
during the ongoing Iranian protests, on the occasion of Chaharshanbe
Suri, a celebration with Zoroastrian roots that involves jumping over a
fire, young protesters took to the streets and chanted anti-government
slogans.®® The regime warned against it. Consequently, the command-
er of the Greater Tehran Police Force, Abbas Ali Mohammadian, said
police officers would use mosques for arrests®” because the Islamic
hardliners view the national tradition as a pagan relic. The regime kept
their promise: more than 50 people were arrested, at least 19 people
died, and 2,800 were injured.®® Echoing Bataille and Foucault’s under-
standing of transgression and limit as interviewed, the risks of severe
consequences did not deter people from celebrating this event, also
known as the “Festival of Fire.” It is evident that pre-Islamic heritage
is still prevalent in Iran, and some Iranians use pre-Islamic esoteri-
cism to transgress against the regime. This is particularly prominent
in the extreme Iranian metal music scene. For example, Sina, a Black
metal musician from the Wasteland, was forced to migrate to Norway
because he risked being arrested. His music is entirely influenced by
Zoroastrian tales.®”

The members of Arsames, another metal band who celebrates
the pre-Islamic heritage, were arrested in 2020;° Akvan/\<<sl¢;, Black
metal has produced several albums on the same topic, and the band
Jawzael produces music concentrating on occult and esotericism.

Neopaganism is a contemporary movement that seeks to revive
the practices and beliefs of ancient religions, often incorporating mo-
dern elements. Iranian extreme metal bands provide a notable exam-
ple of this trend by promoting the revival of pre-Islamic history and
esotericism. However, this phenomenon remains largely unexplored
beyond Western borders due to the secrecy of practitioners and the
severe consequences they face, including imprisonment or even death.
Nonetheless, it is possible to gain insight into this hidden world. This
study illuminates the crucial role that popular culture plays in shaping
religious and cultural evolution.

Studying religion and popular culture offers perspectives on how
religion can function outside of traditional institutional settings, which
is one of its major contributions.”! Moreover, as Partridge observes,
popular culture such as music matters in religious experiences: “We
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can be moved by the Orphic power of their art to such an extent that the
encounter becomes invested with a particular significance for which
religious language seems peculiarly appropriate.”’”? Today, occult and
esoteric symbolism is often used for aesthetic or superficial reasons
in extreme heavy metal, particularly Black metal.”” The complexities
of the situation in Iran cannot be ignored, as the symbols utilised in
protests are intentionally designed to push against and challenge those
in power. Music plays a vital role in the country’s culture of dissent,
as songs often embody a powerful message of resistance and protest.
Without fail, each protest in Iran is accompanied by a song that serves
as a unifying anthem for the movement. The use of music and poetry
to convey subversive meanings is a longstanding tradition in Iran’s
history, dating back to pre-Islamic times. Music has been revered as
a therapeutic medium for centuries.” In response, the Regime has at-
tempted to cancel these practices. Interestingly, popular culture, par-
ticularly music, provides evidence of alternative spirituality in Iran.
Musicians have traditionally resisted Islamic control and performed
their music in secret. Due to the secretive nature of these practices, the
association of esotericism with hidden knowledge in Iran takes on a
new level of meaning. Thus, much more research is called for. It would
be beneficial for future research to examine the perceptions of Zoro-
astrian metal music among Zoroastrians, particularly Iranians, with a
specific focus on those who currently reside in Iran. It is worthwhile to
investigate whether there is any opposition from traditionalist groups
towards the concept of Zoroastrian metal.
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